Abstract: Nationally, 4-H programs develop educational strategies and provide opportunities for youth and adults to work in partnership as they develop life skills. This reported study looks at some curricula that enhance self-esteem in at-risk youth ages 8 to 15. The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Instrument (CSI) measures changes in participants' self-esteem while the Massachusetts Youth Screening Instrument (MAYSl), used only at the onset of the study, alerted the staff of potential mental/emotional distress and other behavior that might require an immediate response. Girls showed a higher increase in self-esteem over the boys in the reported study.
Introduction
The ultimate goal of the national 4-H program is to develop educational strategies and provide opportunities for youth and adults to work in partnership as they develop life skills including: a positive self-concept, an enquiring mind, concern for the community, healthy interpersonal relationships and sound decision making. The program also includes other goals of helping youth become healthy, self-directing and contributing members of society. Four-H focuses mainly on positive youth development through its programs while incorporating an experiential model of learning. Self-Esteem, self-concepts are critical life skills that lead to positive outcomes. This study examines some of the curricula/program activities that lead to positive youth development, specifically as it relates to self-esteem, and seeks to find out whether these curricula/program activities do improve self-esteem in youth ages 8 to 15.
Literature
Social science literature is filled with research on self-esteem and behavioral changes. Several researchers have reported relationships between low self-esteem and negative or risky behavior in some youth. Kawabata and others (1999) , in a study on self-esteem and smoking (risky) behavior among elementary and junior high school students, found a relationship between the two variables. Low self-esteem has been shown to be closely associated with various forms of crime and violent behaviors, and programs that foster self-esteem can contribute to reduced violence (Reasoner, 1994) .
The association between self-esteem and youth behaviors has served as rationale for the creation of many self-esteem-enhancing, intervention programs. Subsequently, several researchers have, in recent years, attempted to report on the impact of different types of selfesteem enhancing programs. DiGuido and others (1997) , for example, showed successes in the use of life-skill programs to promote positive self-esteem in youth. In her study on school teachers, Miller (1999) discovered an increase in self-esteem and self-confidence among students who were actively involved with an educational technology program. Kemp (1998) reported that while students with very low self-esteem showed an increase after participating in outdoor adventure, students with moderate self-esteem had significant increases and those with high self-esteem showed no or lower levels. Finally, Bijstra and Jackson, (1998) reported that social skills training decreased social anxiety, increased social activity and improved selfesteem in early adolescents.
Methodology
This study was designed to investigate the effects of youth activities on increasing self-esteem.
Several control factors were built into the study design, including youth of low economic condition, social conditions with poverty, children spending time alone, children with at least one parent incarcerated, those exposed to alcohol and drug abuse, and youth with poor academic performance. The study was voluntary and each youth participant received life-skill and computer competency training as program activities to improve their self-esteem.
Kansas State 4-H Youth, in partnership with Kansas State Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS), Northwest area and associated agents, Area Juvenile Intake/Assessment Services, parents, local youth organizations and a local internet business, collaborated in the two-year study. The youth were selected from environments that were considered high risk. The purpose was to see if 4-H and FCS curricula and program activities would increase their self-esteem. Thirty (30) youth, males and females, ages 8-15 year olds, selected by the local "Big Brothers/Big Sisters" organization took part in the study. Most of those who took part in the study had at least one parent out of the home and some had at least one parent incarcerated. It was expected that attendance during participation should be 80% or greater.
The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Instrument (CSI) was used to assess the levels of self-esteem, before and at the end of the study, while the Massachusetts Youth Screening Instrument (MAYSI) instrument measured the levels of risk of the selected youth participants at the onset of the study. The MAYSI instrument was used only at the onset to alert the staff of potential mental/emotional distress and other behavior that might require an immediate response (Alcohol/Drug Use, Angry-Irritable, Depressed-Anxious, Somatic Complaints, Suicide Ideation, Thought Disturbance, and Traumatic). This instrument helped to guide instructors in terms of where to expect potential troubled youth, and when to be ready to reduce tensions arising from those who were identified.
Participants in the study were engaged in two, two-hour workshops from each set of the curriculum used. Parents, where ever possible, were encouraged to take part in each activity although many were unavailable to take part. Participants met once weekly, after school, and as much as necessary out-of-school, during the spring and summer breaks. Each participant maintained a portfolio of the different activities. with pieces from multiple curricula. Participants, for the first time, were given an opportunity to attend several local county fairs and interact with other 4-H youth. These curricula and program activities were used to develop life skills such as teamwork, temperament clarification, communication, leadership, and sound decision-making and technological skills.
Data collection and analysis included observation, portfolio analysis, interview analysis, and the pre and post evaluation of the CSI instrument to measure participant's self-esteem. Each participant maintained a portfolio that included summaries of what they did, what they learned, and how they would use what they learned in their home, in school, with their peers, and in the community where they lived. Portfolios and interview analysis were analyzed on the reflective changes which occurred as a result of the program activities. The MAYSI instrument, which they completed only at the onset, was analyzed to identify possible risk behaviors arising from drug and alcohol use, angry/irritable responses, depressed or anxious feeling, somatic complaints, suicide ideation, thought disturbances, or traumatic experiences. The Coopersmith Self-Esteem (CSI) was used before and after the program activities. Both instruments have established validity.
Results
General observation showed that youth participants enjoyed the program activities and looked forward to attending. Even where there were some absentees, for sometimes uncontrolled circumstances, those affected by it were eager to seek out information during their absence.
Several positive comments, such as "this is awesome," were frequently heard by youth and adults as well.
Portfolios revealed very little, perhaps because of the level of writing skills exhibited by those taking part. However, interviews with participants, parents and volunteers showed very positive remarks.
The results of the MAYSI evaluation (Table 1) were very useful. It alerted instructors of potential mental/emotional distress and other behavior problems from the caution levels and provided information while working with some participants. It also can be used to develop ideas of how to provide greater positive environments. Observations reported by some instructors, without their knowledge of the purpose and results of the findings of the MAYSI instrument, corroborated the value of the instrument.
Table 1
Results of the MAYSI Evaluation The results of the CSI (Tables 2 and 3) showed increases in self-esteem in those participating in the study, in both male and females. Girls, however, showed a higher increase in self-esteem over the boys. Overall, eighty percent (80%) of the total participants showed an increase in self-esteem Implications:
Based on the results, it appears that certain 4-H and FCS curricula, delivered in certain environments and to youth between ages 8 and 15 years of age does contribute to an increase of self-esteem in youth exposed to risky environments. There should be a caution, however, that this is a preliminary study, and continued replications of these results can help to validate the effect of certain 4-H and FCS curricula, along with activities on increasing the self-esteem in youth.
The MAYSI instrument is used extensively in juvenile rehabilitation systems and is used to classify and place youth into behavioral categories (Stewart & Trupin, 2003) . The instrument is not a diagnostic tool, rather a risk assessment of estimating a youth's likelihood of displaying risky behaviors when exposed in program activities. It provides a way to anticipate the behavioral change, and to provide an environment to offset the behavior. The findings from this study provide support for the importance of identifying the likelihood of risky behaviors with youth early in a program. When youth professionals identify risk behaviors such as having a parent incarcerated or exposure to alcohol and drug abuse, they could provide these youth with additional assistance that could help them achieve more positive outcomes and increase their life skill development. In addition, attention could be focused on positive approaches to learning rather than an emphasis on consequences, placement and intervention, increasing again the likelihood of positive behavioral change and outcomes. Of course, caution must be exercised not to share such assessments with other youth engaged in the learning environment.
In addition, there is a need for additional research of the MAYSI instrument to see if there are differences among race/ethnicity and gender.
Based on the findings of this study, it also appears that the activities included in these type of curricula help improve the reported self-esteem of youth when they get involved in such programs. This seems to be particularly true for females, which reinforces the importance of such programs for young women, not just focusing primarily on young men. When youth do get involved, these programs provide opportunities to develop life skills beyond what ever environment they experience.
